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On Oct. 8, in Guatemala City, representatives for refugee groups and the government signed an
agreement which paves the way for the voluntary repatriation of Guatemalan refugees from Mexico.
Signatories included President Jorge Serrano and Herminio Cardona Diaz, a representative of
the Permanent Commissions of Refugees in Mexico (Comisiones Permanentes de Refugiados en
Mexico, CCPP). Under terms of the accord, the government assumes the commitment to "create and
use all necessary mechanisms to guarantee the protection, security, integrity and freedom of the
returnees and their communities." Other government promises include: * A three-year exemption
for returned refugees from compulsory military service and guarantees that the army will not force
them to join civilian militias, the Self Defense Patrols (Patrullas de Autodefensa Civil, PAC). * All
those who repatriate will be allowed to return to their communities of origin, if they so choose. *
Regarding land tenure, repatriated campesinos who do not currently hold title to their land but
can otherwise prove ownership will be provided with provisional titles. Landless agricultural
workers will be provided with access to loans for purchase of land. * Before leaving Mexico, each
refugee will be provided with identification papers. * The government explicitly recognizes, and
promises to respect, the constitutional rights of returned refugees to develop their culture, as well
as their rights to freely organize themselves in order to assure their economic, political, social,
cultural, religious, and ethnic participation in civil society. * Repatriation will be carried out under
the observation of a special mediation committee, comprised of Human Rights Attorney General
Ramiro de Leon Carpio, and representatives from the Guatemalan Bishops Conference and UN
organizations. * Dates for repatriation will be decided by the refugees themselves. According to
Serrano, the agreement is a "sign of mutual trust and good will" between the government and
refugees. Most of the refugees, estimated at between 40,000 and 60,000, are Guatemalan indians who
fled military repression in the early 1980s. The army continues to assert that the refugees are linked
with rebels from the Guatemalan National Revolutionary Unity (Unidad Revolucionaria Nacional
Guatemalteca, URNG). Most will now be returning to areas which remain under tight military
control and the return is thus widely interpreted as a major test of Serrano's ability to assert control
over the military. According to Cardona Diaz, the accord is the product of over four years of intense
negotiations. "This agreement is no gift from the government," he said. "It is the result of efforts
by us, the refugees, who have agreed to return despite the fact that some of our demands were not
included in the accord." According to one European ambassador cited by the Spanish news service
EFE, persistence of the armed conflict could undermine success of repatriation efforts as outlined in
the accord. "The problem is that most refugees are asking to return to the Ixil triangle, in El Quiche
department, which is still a zone of conflict" between rebels and the military. In Oct. 9 statements
to reporters, government spokesperson Arturo Alvarado confirmed that authorities are prepared to
receive about 1,200 refugees per week. "We already have in place specific organizations," Alvarado
added, "such as the National Peace Fund (Fondo Nacional para la Paz, FONAPAZ) and the National
Land Fund (Fondo Nacional para la Tierra, FONOTIERRA), which will be in charge of resolving any
problems they have during the process of reintegration into national life." On Oct. 10, in Geneva,
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spokespersons from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) said the
organization had set aside US$6.5 million for assistance in the repatriation of about 5,000 refugees
who plan to return under terms of the accord before the end of 1992. The UNHCR indicated it was
prepared to commence repatriation in November "if the Serrano government complies with its
commitments under the accord." The spokespersons indicated that "the UNHCR's position is that
repatriation will not begin until we have assurances that these persons, mostly campesinos, will
have access to farmland, either in Huehuetenango or in El Quiche, the areas where the refugees
have said they wish to return to." Without such assurances, "they will simply cease being refugees
in one country to become internally displaced persons in their own." The UNHCR's second major
prerequisite is provision of identification papers to each refugee prior to leaving Mexico. Upon their
return, the UNHCR will provide each refugee with food, construction materials, and farm tools.
According to UNHCR statistics, of an estimated 45,000 refugees who were in camps in southern
Mexico as of 1990, a total of 1,765 returned on their own during 1991, followed by another 1,474
during the first eight months of this year. (Sources: Reuter, Agence France-Presse, 10/08/92; Agencia
Centroamericana de Noticias-Spanish news service EFE, 10/08/92, 10/09/92; Spanish news service
EFE, 10/10/92)
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